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FOOT TRAFFIC & WALKABLE URBANISM 
Transportation & Infrastructure Fact Sheet No. 2 | February 2020 
Prepared by: Ember Smith, Mary Blankenship, Caitlin J. Saladino, and William E. Brown, Jr. 
 
PURPOSE: 
This fact sheet highlights the performance and expansion of WalkUPs (regionally significant, walkable areas) with a focus 
on Denver, Los Angeles, Orlando, Phoenix, and Las Vegas as detailed in Foot Traffic Ahead: Ranking Walkable Urbanism 
in America’s Largest Metros,1 a report by George Washington University.  
KEY FINDINGS: 
1. The majority of highly walkable regions in the 30 largest U.S. metro areas are found primarily in the northern 
portion of the continental U.S., while the lowest ranked walkable regions are concentrated in the Sun Belt.2  
2. Educational attainment, gross domestic product (GDP) per capita of a region’s workforce, and its walkable 
urbanism are positively correlated. 
3. Metro areas with a high current walkable urbanism ranking typically have higher social equity.3 
WHAT IS A WALKABLE URBAN PLACE?  
Foot Traffic Ahead: Ranking Walkable Urbanism in America’s Largest Metros lists 761 regionally significant, walkable 
urban places (called “WalkUPs”) located in the 30 largest metropolitan regions. These “WalkUPs” must be:  
1. “Regionally Significant” - have a high concentration of employment and regionally serving industries and  
2. Have a Walk Score® above 70, which assigns a value to the walkability of an area based on walkable access to 
amenities. 
Because some of the largest metro areas in the U.S. have arbitrary boundaries that separate population centers from their 
places of work, the George Washington University report created a “metro market area,” the economically concentrated 
portion of the city, to extract data. 
WHY ARE WALKABLE AREAS IMPORTANT? 
Historically, United States developers and government regulators propagated suburban sprawl, expanding the boundaries 
of cities. As the appetite for low density, segregated real estate, and predominantly private vehicle transportation decreased 
through the 1990s, the demand for urban, walkable housing increased. Since then, walkable urbanism has become a major 
factor in real estate development across the U.S. In addition to changing preferences, the 30 largest metro areas (as of 2017) 
also contribute substantially to U.S. gross domestic product (GDP). 
Figure 1 displays the portion of 2017 U.S. real GDP, land area, and population in the top 30 metro areas compared to the 
rest of the country. According to the Bureau of Economic Analysis4, even though the top 30 metro areas constitute under 
50% of the population and 7% of the continental U.S. land area, the 30 largest metropolitan areas account for 56% of GDP. 
 
 
                                                 
1 Tracy Hadden Loh, Chrisopher B. Leinberger, and Jordan Chafetz. The George Washington University School of Business & Smart Growth America, “Foot 
Traffic Ahead: Ranking Walkable Urbanism in America’s Largest Metros,” June 2019 
(smartgrowthamerica.org/app/uploads/2019/06/Foot_Traffic_Ahead_FINAL-compressed.pdf) 
2 The Sun Belt includes the South and West census regions. U.S. Department of Commerce Economics and Statistics Administration U.S. Census Bureau 
Geography Division, “Census Regions and Divisions of the United States,” (www2.census.gov/geo/pdfs/maps-data/maps/reference/us_regdiv.pdf) 
3 Social Equity measures based on housing costs, transportation costs, and rental/for-sale housing mix to determine economic access for low-income 
individuals.  
4 U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis, “Table 7. Relation of Gross Domestic Product, Gross National Product, and National Income, 2017”; “Table 2. Real 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) by Metropolitan Area, 2012-2017, chained 2009 dollars, 2014)” 
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FIGURE 1: SIZE AND ECONOMIC IMPACT OF  
THE 30 LARGEST U.S. METRO AREAS 
 
The current walkable urbanism data is gathered from the number of WalkUPs in a region and the concentration of 
population and real estate. The ranking of each metropolitan area reflects its developmental legacy. Cities that expanded in 
the 20th century (and thus were designed with cars in mind) are lower ranked than northern, older cities (typically designed 
with pedestrians in mind). Most current walkable urban offices, retail, and rental multi-family spaces (such as an apartment 
complex) are in central cities. Table 1 reveals that in over half of the top 30 metros, less than 10 percent of WalkUP spaces 
are located in suburbs. Although there is a broad range, on average there are 273,694 people per WalkUP in a metro 
region.  
TABLE 1: CURRENT WALKABLE URBANISM 
Rank Region 
# of 
WalkUPs 
Population 
Office, Retail, & Rental Multi-Family Occupied 
Square Feet 
Total in 
Metro Area 
Per 
WalkUP 
Rank 
(Pop. per 
WalkUP) 
% Office 
Located 
in 
WalkUPs 
% Retail 
Located in 
WalkUP 
% Multi-
Family 
Located in 
WalkUPs 
% Total 
Located 
in 
WalkUP 
2 Denver 19 3,115,466 163,972 8 76% 12% 25% 35% 
20 
Los 
Angeles 
59 17,737,760 300,640 20 24% 8% 8% 12% 
27 Orlando 3 2,390,859 796,953 28 14% 2% 2% 5% 
29 Phoenix 5 4,561,038 912,208 29 10% 2% 1% 4% 
30 
Las 
Vegas 
2 2,112,436 1,056,218 30 4% 7% 1% 3% 
Weighted Average  273,694  35% 12% 16% 20% 
Table 2 displays the potential for walkable urbanism. The “Market Share Shift Index (MSSI)” compares the shift in the 
market share of walkable urban areas from 2010-2018. Each region has a MSSI greater than 1.0, indicating that each metro 
area gained walkable urban market share since 2010. The “share of WalkUP absorption measure” is the portion of office 
and rental multi-family units gained in the region that were absorbed by a WalkUP. The “WalkUP rent premium” is the 
additional amount that tenants are willing to pay to live in a WalkUP instead of a comparable, drivable suburban location. 
The “Future Growth Momentum Index” estimates the potential walkability development based on a series of calculations 
including the MSSI (20%), the share of absorption (20%), the share in suburbs (20%), the rent premiums (30%), and the 
change in the premiums (10%). 
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Top 30 U.S. Metro Areas Rest of U.S.
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TABLE 2: FUTURE GROWTH MOMENTUM IN WALKUPS 
 WalkUP Rent Premiums  
Rank Region 
Market 
Share Shift 
Index 
2010-2018 
Share of 
WalkUP 
Absorption 
2010-2018 
Share of 
WalkUPs 
in Suburbs 
2018 
Current 
Premium 
2018 
Change in 
Premium 
2010-2018 
Future 
Growth 
Momentum 
Index 
7 Los Angeles 2.72 35% 34% 46% 3% 0.46 
8 Denver 2.28 99% 6% 96% -12% 0.45 
16 Phoenix 2.01 9% 33% 47% -6% 0.38 
19 Las Vegas 2.72 4% 6% 49% 61% 0.34 
29 Orlando 1.77 11% 7% 42% -14% 0.24 
Weighted Average 2.30 51% 17% 75% 19%  
Table 3 highlights “Social Equity Index” scores, which indicate the correlation between the walkability of an urban area and 
its social equity (based on housing costs, transportation costs, and rental/for-sale housing mix). Housing costs account for 
37% of household spending in WalkUPs, compared to the national average of 27%. Metro areas like Denver and Los 
Angeles are above that national average in housing costs – meaning that a greater portion of salaries are spent on rent. 
Typically, regions with fewer WalkUP areas have higher residential real estate prices and transportation costs. 
TABLE 3: SOCIAL EQUITY IN WALKUPS 
Region 
Current 
Walkable 
Urbanism 
Rank 
Population in 
WalkUPs 
Housing Cost 
80% AMI 
(Population 
Weighted 
Average) 
Transportation 
Cost 80% AMI 
(Population 
Weighted 
Average) 
% Renter-
Occupied 
Housing 
Social Equity 
Index 
Denver 2 115,296 30.7% 16.8% 68% 64.4 
Orlando 27 5,820 47.4% 19.3% 71% 34.5 
Phoenix 29 12,522 28.0% 19.2% 83% 30.7 
Las 
Vegas 
30 10,129 21.8% 20.6% 87% 19.9 
Los 
Angeles 
20 424,362 42.4% 18.4% 80% 12.8 
Weighted Average  37% 12.5% 75%  
Higher walkability has a strong, positive correlation with educational attainment and higher GDP per capita. As illustrated 
in Table 4, the populations of more walkable metro areas have a higher portion of individuals with bachelor’s degrees and 
GDP per capita. According to the report, businesses choose to locate in more vibrant and walkable areas to attract talent. 
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LAS VEGAS 
Las Vegas is currently the lowest ranked walkable region among the largest 30 metro areas with only two WalkUPs, a result 
of its rapid growth during the 20th century drivable city boom. Alongside eight other regions in the largest 30 metros 
(including Phoenix), Las Vegas has a higher WalkUP premium in its suburbs than its city center. Las Vegas also has the 
highest number of people per WalkUP, with over a million for each of its two. Las Vegas’ rank in current walkability, Future 
Growth Momentum Index, MSSI, social equity, educational attainment, and GDP per capita are low compared to the top 
30 metros. 
DENVER 
The Denver area currently ranks second only to New York City in walkability. Over the past decade and a half, Denver’s 
investment in infrastructure, especially its rail system, initiated a move towards walkable urbanism. Investment in rail 
transportation places Denver among other metros, including Los Angeles, with high growth momentum. One significant 
factor in Denver’s walkability explosion is its status with the seventh most well-educated workforce in the top 30 metro areas 
with 42% of its population holding a college degree compared to the national average of 31%. Although Denver has fewer 
WalkUPs than the average top 30 metro area (Denver has 19 compared to the average 25), it has by far the highest 
concentration of offices located in WalkUPs with 76%, over 20 percentage points more than the next highest concentration. 
LOS ANGELES 
Los Angeles, among other “lower-middle” walkable regions, is emblematic of drivable suburban development. Currently, 
34% of its walkable urban space is in the suburbs, one of the largest shares in the U.S. In the early 1900s Los Angeles 
redeveloped its suburbs around a transit system, which was later removed.  Similar to Denver, Los Angeles has “upper-
middle” future growth momentum, in part due to its relatively recent investment in rail transit - and its promotion of transit-
centered development. Los Angeles has exceptionally high housing costs for lower income households and has made few 
reductions in transportation costs, placing three of its walkable areas in the top 10 least socially equitable WalkUPs. 
ORLANDO 
Orlando is also one of the least walkable urban areas in the country. Many homes in Florida are owned by people with 
primary residence in more walkable regions in a different state who are seeking less dense, suburban second homes. 
Orlando’s rank in WalkUP absorption, WalkUP rent premium, housing costs, educational attainment, and GDP per capita 
are low compared to the top 30 metros. 
PHOENIX 
Although Phoenix typifies the Sun Belt’s (South and West regions in the U.S.) drivable suburban development pattern, the 
region introduced and expanded the Phoenix Valley Metro Rail system, which encouraged a high percentage of walkable 
space in its suburbs. Phoenix’s rank in current walkability, educational attainment, and economic performance are low 
compared to the top 30 metros.   
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TABLE 4: METRO GDP PER CAPITA AND EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT 
Current Walkability Education Attainment  Economic Performance  
Rank Region 
% Current 
Occupied 
Spaces in 
WalkUPs 
% of Population 
with Bachelor’s 
Degree 
Rank 
Metro GDP Per 
Capita  
Rank (GDP) 
2 Denver 35% 42% 7 $66,938 7 
20 
Los 
Angeles 
30% 30% 27 $58,682 16 
27 Orlando 20% 33% 20 $48,087 26 
29 Phoenix 23% 31% 23 $46,254 28 
30 Las Vegas 30% 23% 30 $45,475 29 
Weighted Average 37%     $63,728   
 
